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Of Documents and Myths:
Richard Kern and Western Art.
A Review Essay
BRIAN W. DIPPlE

In a 1967 essay, John C. Ewers,. an ethnologist concerned with the
documentary value of Western art, remarked: "Too often writers 'have
applied generalized slogans to the western artists-slogans such as 'he
knew the horse,' or 'he knew the Indian,' or 'the Mountain Man,' or 'cowboy,' and such gross judgments have been offered in place of the much
more difficult, scholarly criticisms of the individual works of the artists
under consideration."1 Western art scholarship has a rather short pedigree. The glossy, coffee table biography-picture books by Harold
McCracken set the standard for opulence and color, but it was a chemistry professor at the University of Kansas, Robert Taft, who set the
standard for thorough research in a series of essays published in the
,
Brian W. Dippie is professor of history in the University of Victoria, British Columbia.
He is the author of several books, including "Paper Talk": Charlie Russell's American West
(1979) and Remington & Russell: The Sid Richardson Collection (1982).
1. John C. Ewers, "Fact and Fiction in the Documentary Art of the American West,"
in John Francis McDermott, ed., The Frontier Re-examined (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1967), 82.
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David J. Weber, Richard H. Kern: Expeditionary Artist in the Far Southwest,
1848-1853. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press/Amon Carter
Museum, 1985. xiii + 355 pp. Illustrations, maps, notes, index. $45.00.)
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Kansas Historical Quarterly and collected in 1953 as Artists and Illustrators of the Old West: 1850-1900. 2 Nothing comparable followed over
the next decade or so, excepting Ewers's specialized work on fact and
fiction in Western art. 3 To this day, much of the writing on the subject is
the work of private collectors and dealers. This has not always encouraged critical scholarship. Apart from scattered exhibition catalogs, institutional support for serious research on Western art was virtually
nonexistent before the establishment of the Amon Carter Museum at Fort
Worth in 1961. Its ambitious publishing program has resulted in standard
works on many individual artists, movements, and themes 4 David J.

2. Harold McCracken's biographies include Harold McCracken, Frederic Remington:
Artist of the Old West (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1947); Harold McCracken, The Charles
M. Russell Book: The Life and Work of the Cowboy Artist (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1957); Harold McCracken, George Catlin and the Old Frontier (New York Dial
Press, 1959); and Harold McCracken, The Frank Tenney Johnson Book: A Master Painter
of the Old West (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1974). The following artists have all
been featured in picture book biographies as well: Albert Bierstadl, George Caleb Bingham,
Karl Bodmer, Edward Borein, William de la Montagne Cary, E. Irving Couse, Edwin W.
Deming, Maynard Dixon, Harvey Dunn, W. Herbert Dunton, Seth Eastman, Clarence A.
Ellsworth, Henry F. Farny, Nicolai Fechin, E. W. Gollings, Grace C. Hudson, Will James,
Paul Kane, Edward Kern, Charles Bird King, W. H. D. Koerner, William R. Leigh, Alfred
Jacob Miller, Thomas Moran, Charles C. Nahl, Edgar S. Paxson, Richard Petri, William
Ranney, Frank Reaugh, Peter Rindisbacher, Frank Schoonover, Charles Schreyvogel, Olaf
C. Seltzer, Joseph H. Sharp, John Mix Stanley, Harold Von Schmidt, Olaf Wieghorst, and
N. C. Wyeth. The quality of these illustrated biographies varies enormously. Notable lives
with relatively few illustrations include Thurman Wilkins, Thomas Moran: Artist of the Mountains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1966), and Peggy and Harold Samuels,
Frederic Remington: A Biography (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1982). Contemporary Western artists who have been the subjects of well-illustrated books include James
Bama, Joe Beeler, James Boren, John Clymer, Nick Eggenhofer, Fred Harman, Frank
McCarthy, George Phippen, and Byron Wolfe. It would seem fair to say that the picture
book biography is still the standard form in Western art scholarship.
3. There have been several illustrated surveys, including John Ewers, Artists of the
Old West (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1965). John Ewers has published essays
over the years on individual artists ranging from Catlin and King to Winold Reiss and
William Standing. While Harold McCracken, Portrait of the Old West (New York: McGrawHill, 1952) preceded Robert Taft, Artists and Illustrators of the Old West 1850-1900 (New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1953), by a year, its scholarship is not comparable. More
useful are Frank Getlein, The Lure of the Great West (Waukesha, Wisconsin: Country
Beautiful, 1973), and Peter Hassrick, The Way West: Art of Frontier America (New York:
Harry N. Abrams, 1977). Most of the major Western art museums have published either
comprehensive or selective catalogs of their collections, and some have first rate texts.
Valuable reference works include Jeff Dykes, Fifty Great Western Illustrators: A Bibliographic Checklist (Flagstaff, Arizona: Northland Press, 1975), and Peggy and Harold
Samuels, The Illustrated Biographical Encyclopedia of Artists of the American West (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1976). Paul Hogarth, Artists on Horseback: The Old West
in Illustrated Journalism 1857-1900 (New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, in cooperation
with the Riveredge Foundation, Calgary, 1972) nicely supplements RobertTaft's book by
concentrating on eight British artists who painted the Canadian and American Wests.
4. Noteworthy titles on individual artists published by Amon Carter or in association
with another press include Frederic G. Renner, Charles M. Russell: Paintings, Drawings,
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Weber's exemplary Richard H. Kern: Expeditionary Artist in the Far
Southwest, 1848-1853 is a case in point.
The documentarians of the nineteenth century seem natural subjects given the attention paid the artist's personal experiences-his credentials-in Western art. They really were out there, as Owen Wister
put it, at a time when travel was hard, circumstances primitive, and the
Indians exotic and sometimes dangerous: 5 These artists accompanied
some of the earliest exploring expeditions into the newly-acquired Louisiana Territory, providing eyewitness views of a country that was still
remote and unfamiliar. Their visual record reflected the lure of westering
and was part of Manifest Destiny. All the documentarians were caught
up in an epic adventure, though some were technicians of limited vision
while others fully realized the implications of what they saw and some
went beyond shared commonplaces to participate directly in momentous events in Western history. George Catlin's excursion up the Missouri
River in 1832 was aboard the very first steamboat to make the run from
S1. Louis to Fort Union. John Mix Stanley, with William H. Emory on his
grueling march from Santa Fe to San Diego in 1846, took part in one of
the stirring battles of the Mexican War enroute, and a year later nearly
became a casualty of the "Whitman massacre" at Waiilaptu Mission in
Oregon Territory, missing it by just a day.6 But no documentary artist
suffered more the perils of mid-nineteenth-century westering than Richard Kern.
and Sculpture in the Amon G. Carter Collection (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1966);
Alvin M. Josephy, Jr, The Artist Was a Young Man: The Life Story of Peter Rindisbacher
(Fort Worth: Amon Carter Museum, 1970); J Russell Harper, Paul Kane's Frontier (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1971); Gordon Hendricks, Albert Bierstadt: Painter of the
American West (New York: Harry N, Abrams, 1973); Peter Hassrick, Frederic Remington:
Paintings, Drawings, and Sculpture in the Amon Carter Museum and the Sid W. Richardson
Foundation Collections (New York: Harry N, Abrams, 1973); James 1. Forrest, Bill Gollings:
The Man and His Art (Flagstaff, Arizona: Northland Press, 1979); William H. Truettner, The
Natural Man Observed: A Study of Catlin's Indian Gallery (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 1979); ,Carol Clark, Thomas Moran: Watercolors of the American West
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1980); Ron Tyler, ed" Alfred Jacob Miller: Artist on the
Oregon Trail (Fort Worth: Amon Carter Museum, 1982); and Estelle Jussim, Frederic Remington, the Camera & the Old West (Fort Worth: Amon Carter Museum, 1983), Van Deren
Coke, Taos and Santa Fe: The Artist's Environment 1882-1942 (Albuquerque: University
of New Mexico Press, 1963), has been an influential study of the Taos colony and the
Southwestern art scene, while imaginative exhibition themes have led to some unusual
monographs on Custer's Last Stand, the Wild West shows, and the bison in art. Prior to
the establishment of the Amon Carter Museum, the only museum to publish much on
Western art was the City Art Museum of Saint Louis, Especially valuable is Perry 1. Rathbone's 1946 catalog Charles Wimar, 1828-1862: Painter of the Indian Frontier. Most of
the major Western art museums are now actively engaged in publication. The Buffalo Bill
Historical Center, COdy, Wyoming, Thomas Gilcrease Institute of American History and Art,
Tulsa, Oklahoma, and the Joslyn Art Museum, Omaha, have been particularly active,
5, Owen Wister, "Concerning the Contents," Frederic Remington, Drawings (New York:
R. H. Russell, 1897).
6, An indication that academia is now involved in Western art scholarship is Julie
Schimmel, "John Mix Stanley and Imagery of the West in Nineteenth-Century American
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Born in Philadelphia in 1821, trained at the Franklin Institute and
established as a scientific illustrator by the early 1840s, he was preceded
west by his younger brother Edward, who accompanied John C. Fremont
on his third expedition (1845-1848) and briefly served as commandant
of Sutter's Fort on the Sacramento River. His adventures, enthusiastically
reported in letters home, stirred what Weber calls the "romantic restlessness" of the age (p. 26). Richard and another brother, Benjamin,
were persuaded to join Edward on Fremont's fourth expedition. This was
mounted under different auspices since Fremont had fallen out of official
favor but had secured private support to survey a railroad route that
would benefit his St. Louis backers. What began as a lark ended in
disaster. The Kern brothers were among the thirty men who left St. Louis
with Fremont on October 3, 1848, in the expectation of establishing the
feasibility of a year-round route due west. Their progress was stopped
by deep mountain snows and by late December the party disintegrated
as members set off to seek help. In the end, the Kerns were spared but
ten men died and recriminations flew after they arrived in Taos near midFebruary.
Richard Kern's introduction to the West was inauspicious; it was
also an accurate portent of things to come. Benjamin Kern was subsequently killed by Ute Indians while attempting to retrieve cached
equipment. Richard decided to remain in the Southwest, seeking information about the murder and perhaps a measure of personal success
sufficient to partially justify such a sacrifice. He accompanied James H.
Simpson of the Corps of Topographical Engineers on two expeditions,
mapped hJndreds of miles of routes, sketched Indians and ancient ruins,
including Canyon de Chelly, and provided the illustrations for Simpson's
published report, the "first authentic glimpse" of this portion of the Southwest, Weber writes (p. 112). From his base in Santa Fe Kern continued
to enjoy federal patronage. His skills as cartographer and draftsman
made his services indispensable to the army. A harrowing survey under
command of Captain Lorenzo Sitgreaves in 1851 exposed him to the
country and Indian cultures between Santa Fe and San Diego and cement~d his reputation as a Southwestern expert. He returned east for
a stint in Washington (1852-1853), where his maps, drawings and personal experiences made him the resident authority in the nation's capital
on a region he had first visited only four years before. He did not stay
states-side long. Interest in a railroad route to the Pacific intensified in
the wake of the California gold rush, and Kern was hired as topographer
and artist with the 38th parallel survey under Captain John W. Gunnison.
This was a choice appointment at a salary of $2,000 per year. It brought
Art" (doctoral dissertation, New York University, 1983), which no doubt anticipates a monograph on Stanley.
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Ruins of an Old Pueblo in the Canon of Chelly. Sept 8. Wash
drawing by Richard H. Kern. Courtesy Academy of Natural
Sciences of Philadelphia.
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him back to Santa Fe in June 1853, his home away from home. Four
months later Kern, Gunnison, and five others were killed by Pahvant
Indians on the Sevier River in Utah, rounding out in tragedy a career
that spanned just half a decade but was crammed with accomplishment.
Kern left behind maps that became the standard through the 1850s,
and a visual record of the country and the Indian peoples of enduring
importance.
Weber covers all of this in meticulous detail, correlating Kern's watercolors with his travels, sorting Richard's work from Edward's, and
establishing the seminal role Richard played in introducing Americans
to their newly-acquired Southwestern empire. His research is thorough,
exhausting the available sources on an elusive figure. Weber makes no
claim to penetrating the inner man; Kern's artistic achievement is his
principal concern, with biography elucidating the pictorial record. Nevertheless, Kern's letters and especially the daguerreotype portrait that
serves as a frontispiece suggest an unusually engaging individual. So
many nineteenth-century men seem awkward and apprehensive, or stiff
and formal in their starched collars, sitting before the camera. Richard
Kern is another matter. His face is alert and animated, with an amused,
even mischievous smile playing on his lips. His death at such an early
age seems all the more poignant, and his accomplishments, since he
appears other than drearily dutiful,all the more impressive.
Weber's book is blessed with excellent maps, clear organization,
and a readable style that nicely complement the documentary inter:lt of
Kern's art. Weber's expertise in Southwestern history permits him to
pinpoint locations and comment on accuracy, noting where Kern exaggerated for artistic effect, and where certain previously unknown drawings supplement or modify the record. He illuminates the value of Kern's
watercolors as documents and as art, discussing strengths (landscape
views, structures), weaknesses (the human form), and the ploys Kern
used to lend objective observation a subjective appeal. Moody lighting,
dramatic perspective, and sky effects gave vent to Kern's "artistic impulse," his desire to couple "the scientist's realism and the artist's idealism" (p. 276). Kern's 1853 watercolor of the newly-erected Smithsonian
Institute is a perfect example; it shows a building dedicated to the latest
in scientific' knowledge rising above
forest like a castle in the air,
silhouetted against a golden sky, a misty vision from the days of Ivanhoe.
Weber establishes Kern's contribution to the visual imagery of the
Southwest by documenting the general accuracy of the lithographs based
on his watercolors, and the departures introduced subsequently by artists working from the lithographs. He also establishes as an important
theme throughout his book the role of federal (and private) patronage
in the development of nineteenth-century Western art. "The most impressive artistic reportage of the newly acquired Southwest," Weber

a
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Smithsonian Institute (From Capitol Grounds, Sept. 1852). Watercolor by
Richard H. Kern. Courtesy Amon Carter Museum, Fort Worth, Texas.

writes, "came from government-funded topographic artists such as Richard Kern" (p. 246). This is a theme, consistent with current trends in
Western history, that demands more study.
For three decades Western historians, following the lead of Earl
Pomeroy, have been at pains to divest us of our romantic notions about
frontiering. Instead of individualism, egalitarianism, and economic, political, and cultural independence, they have stressed continuity and
conservatism. Translated, this means the dominance of Eastern institutions, capital, and values in settling the Wese A quarter of a century
ago, William H. Goetzmann directed attention to the army's primary role
in exploring, mapping, and picturing the American West in the years
before the Civil Wars Earlier, Taft's book gave due recognition to the
Eastern periodicals that sponsored many artists (including Frederic
Remington) on their western excursions after the Civil War, an9 published
illustrations that emphasized the dramatic at the expense of the mundane and purely documentary. Thus, Eastern money underwrote the
Wild West myth. Even Catlin and Stanley, those embodiments of entrepreneurial initiative in setting off to paint Indians without benefit of public
7. Earl Pomeroy, "Toward a Reorientation of Western History: Continuity and Environment," Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 41 (March 1955), 579-600
8. William H. Goetzmann, Army Exploration in the American West, 1803-1863 (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1959).
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or private patronage (though Stanley twice accompanied official expeditions), subsequently pestered governments, institutions, and wealthy
individuals at home and abroad in hopes of disposing of their collections
and realizing "fame and fortune." From the beginnings of Western art,
in short, Easterners paid the bills and called the shots.
Nevertheless, the impression persists that Western art is a uniquely
regional expression, beholden to no one, certainly not the East. Most
Easterners seem happy to go along with this assumption. One can hear
a line being scraped in the dirt whenever the merit of Western art comes
up for discussion: Easterners do not like Western art; real Westerners
do. Easterners ignore it except to scoff. "Cowboy art" is anecdotal, sentimental, overcoiored, overexaggerated, overexposed, and utterly irrelevant. Westerners fire back, defending the genre as it has evolved from
turn-of-the-century memorialists like Remington and Charles M. Russell
to contemporary practitioners who sit in their studios painting pictures
of an old West that lives on only in the imagination. Representationalists,
these painters know their work will be judged on its accuracy of detail
and its aura of authenticity, as much as its artistry, and they remain
faithful to the gospel of Western realism that holds that a cow should
look like a cow and an Indian should be wearing the right number of
feathers. They pride themselves on being Western to the core, and flash
their stetsons like passports proving they, too, have been "out there."
Thus the softness in much Western art writing: it is not about art, it is
about having the approved credentials. When someone is praised as a
genuine cowboy artist, what is meant is a genuine cowboy.9 And critics
who harp about artistic deficiencies, imitativeness, influences, or whatever are merely proving they have never spent an honest day in the
saddle. Western sensitivity, this "us agin' them" attitude, has undoubtedly
inhibited the emergence of a critical Western art scholarship. A monograph like Weber's, treating an artist from a less contentious period when
Eastern influences were undeniable, should help encourage a reappraisal of some old cliches.
But not only regional pride is on the line in discussions of Western
art. One can also hear the echoes of battles that pit traditionalism against
modernism, especially abstract expressionism. Recently, attention has
9. A vivid case in point is the recent National Geographic story on Charles M. Russell,
Bart McDowell, "C. M. Russell: Cowboy Artist," National Geographic, 169 (January 1986),
60-95. Ten paintings are reproduced in color, along with. sketches and a bronze, but art
never enters the text. As McDowell writes (p. 67), "for all the success of his 4,500 pieces
of art, Russell the man is almost as celebrated as his works." A glaring example of the
same tendency isA. P. Hays, "The Art of Will James," J. M. Neil, ed, Will James: The Spirit
of the Cowboy (Casper, Wyoming: Nicolaysen Art Museum, 1984), 41-76, which is an
argument for Will James's superiority as an artist based on the fact he knew the horse
better than Remington or Russell.
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been paid to Western modernism, neglected in the past because of
Eastern indifference and Western conservatism in matters of taste W To
an eye that prizes precise detail, modern art is simply failed art, and
Charlie Russell's view that Impressionism's "smeariness" disguised "bum
drawin'" still has adherents. 11 Munich-trained William R. Leigh, who outlived Russell by thirty years, never changed his opinion that modern art
reflected "Parisian sewer-psychology" and aimed to "pervert our civilization for profit."12It was foreign, thus unAmerican and dangerous. These
attitudes, of course, knew no geographical boundaries B But their specifically Western version drew sustenance from Western suspicion of
things Eastern as well as foreign, leading back again to regional issues.
Western art versus its critics, representational art versus modern art,
translate as the West's repudiation of its old colonial relationship with
the East. Did not Middle Border realists like Thomas Hart Benton knowingly reject the tenets of modernism in the 1930s?14 By the 1950s modernism had won out in fashionable circles, but most Western artists
remained faithful to tradition. In 1953 Peter Hurd described himself as
one of those "who by temperament and special interests are drawn to
an objective approach to order and serenity," and defended his brand
of patient realism:
For me, with my training and background of interests it would
be futile as well as false to myself to venture into abstract painting.
I know that for me the sources of painting must ever be shadow
and light, textures, space, the crossplay of reflections on forms in
movement. It is here in the Southwest that I find in greatest abundance and variety these sources. The trends and vogues in art
mean next to nothing to me.... 15
10. See Sharyn Rohlfsen Udall, Modernist Painting in New Mexico 1913-1935 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984), and Patricia Janis Broder, The American West: The Modern Vision (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, for the New York
Graphic Society, 1984). Several of the artists mentioned have also been the subjects of
monographs, notably Georgia O'Keeffe and Fritz Scholder
11. "Cowboy Vividly Paints the Passing Life of the Plains," New York Times (Magazine
Section), March 19, 1911, p. 5; and Frank Bird Linderman, Recollections of Charley Russell,
ed. H. G. Meriam (Norman University of Oklahoma Press, 1963), 92.
12. Quoted in D. Duane Cummins, William Robinson Leigh: Western Artist (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, with the Thomas Gilcrease Institute of American History
and Art, Tulsa, 1980), 131-32.
13. See Jane De Hart Mathews, "Art and Politics in Cold War America," American
Historical Review, 81 (October 1976), 762-87.
14. See Matthew Saigell, Thomas Hart Benton (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1975)
Benton, Grant Wood, and John Steuart Curry, all Midwesterners linked to the Regionalist
movement, are discussed in that context in Nancy Heller and Julia Williams, The Regionalists (New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 1976). As a branch of the American Scene
movement, Regionalism was both representationalist and self-consciously nativistic in
choice of subject matter
15. Peter Hurd, "A Southwestern Heritage," Arizona Highways, 29 (November 1953),
27.
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Richard H. Kern. Courtesy Huntington Library, San Marino, California.
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These sentiments, expressed exactly one hundred years after Richard
Kern's death, defined an art still as firmly committed to visual realism
as Kern's own.
Of course, many Westerners also disdain cowboy art and are embarrassed by its parochialism and the values it reinforces. As a genre,
Western art today can be linked to the enduring taste for Norman Rockwell, Currier & Ives, and nostalgic slices of an earlier, seemingly simpler
and more innocent America. It is very much an art of the people. 16 But
Western art's appeal draws on something else as well, the mythic West
of collective memory, itself resting visually on the bedrock of nineteenthcentury documentary art. Kern and his contemporaries take us back to
the myth's beginnings. They had their own romantic preoccupations to
be sure, but theirs was a literalism devoid of reference to the Wild West
we have come to know. The West, Frederick Jackson Turner would argue
in the 1890s, was America: and mountain men, cowboys, and their kind
continue to represent cherished ideals of individualism, self-reliance,
and independence, whether or not history agrees. Reality cannot displace the myth entirely, and the Western artist today is attuned to our
fantasies. Jets pass overhead, but he hears only the sound of mountain
water. He paints pictures in which buckskin-clad trappers still warily pick
their way down snowy slopes, and befeathered Indians shake their lances
at the sun, defying a world that has no place in his art. He shuns the
present not because there is no longer a West, but because Western
art has become an art about myth; verisimilitude, not veracity, is its key.
Nevertheless, most studies remain focused on accuracy even as
Western art moves further from its documentary roots. We treat Charlie
Russell as though he were Richard Kern and John Clymer as though
he were Russell, ignoring the powerful current of romanticism in their
work, the myth progressively submerging the history. David Weber's
book serves to remind us that before there was a Western myth there
was a Western reality, and that in discussing Western artwe had better
determine at the outset which West the artist was painting.

16. See Royal B. Hassrick, Western Painting Today (New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 1975); Dale Burk, A Brush with the West (Missoula, Montana: Mountain Press
Publishing Company, 1980); and Peggy and Harold Samuels, Contemporary Western
Artists (n. p., 1982) A number of magazines have heavily promoted contemporary Western
art: Art West and Artists of the Rockies and the Golden West (combined as Western Art
Digest), Southwestern Art, and American West The National Cowboy Hall of Fame and
Western Heritage Center, Oklahoma City, through its journal Persimmon Hill also actively
promoted "cowboy art."

